
Action research for educators
a framework for designing & tracking the impact of changes in teaching and learning

overview

In the mid-!940s, M&T psychologist Kurt Lewin introduced the 
concept of ‘action research’, a method that seamlessly inte-
grates taking action with performing research, guided by criti-
cal reflection to inform future experiments and decisions. Lewin 
defined action research as ‘a spiral of steps, each of which is 
composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about 
the result of the action’. This research approach is particularly 
valuable for educators interested in exploring technologies, re-
sources, or teaching and learning methods they’ve never tried 
before. By analysing the ongoing impact of choices and activ-
ities and using results to determine next steps, educators can 
innovate more productively and e(ectively. However, the com-
plex interplay of factors in a learning environment can make it 
di)cult to see what’s working and decide on next steps. 

By clarifying and categorising the relationships and patterns 
among various elements in a learning environment, the frame-
work below is designed to help you follow Lewin’s expanding 
spiral of action research. Although everything is interconnect-
ed, you can find clarity by tracing inputs, focuses, outcomes, 
and their related measures as separate levels connected by 
distinct pathways. This should o(er clearer guidance on which 
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changes are yielding meaningful results. Once you’ve traced 
a pathway and analysed its outcomes, you can explore other 
paths or make new changes to refine your understanding, tri-
angulating successful approaches that help you provide more 
e(ective learning opportunities.

experimental design

Before considering a framework for action research, it’s impor-
tant to remember that even this most basic form of research 
requires a thoughtful experimental design. Since Lewin’s con-
cept is built around researchers gathering and interpreting the 
results of any actions they undertake, the results of those ac-
tions must be clear and intelligible. Trying too much at once 
can result in an overwhelming and hopelessly confusing set of 
outcomes that don’t lend themselves to interpretation or re-
flection. To make your action research successful, take a scien-
tific approach, considering the following design rules. 

One change at a time · Start with an idea you want to test 
about how something works or might work in your learning 
environment – a hypothesis. Then, change one element you 
believe has (or might have) some relation to it or impact on it. 


